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Nursing care - moving beyond being a commodity and measuring the actual
contribution that nurses make to patient outcomes
Abstract
There is a new imperative on nursing as a profession to identify and measure the contribution that nurses
make to patient outcomes. This is not an easy task. All nurses know that nursing is complex. Largely
because of the complexity of the nursing task there has been no collective agreement in the literature or
in practice of what constitutes good nursing care and no consensus or universal measure of quality
nursing practice. This lack of consensus and inability to define a set of nursing indicators that quantify
the impact that nursing care has on patient outcomes has left the nursing profession vulnerable to those
wishing to undermine its relevance and importance within the health care system. This is evident in
discussions about and planning for the future healthcare workforce of Australia. As a result of a
worldwide focus on professional and financial accountability within nursing, nursing sensitive outcomes
are being developed and measured in many facilities across the world. Nursing sensitive outcomes are
also the subject of a growing body of research. Most nursing sensitive outcomes that are being used look
at adverse event data and are negative in orientation. This approach does not recognise or measure the
true impact of nursing care on patient outcomes. This presentation will provide an overview on nursing
sensitive outcomes and describe the first phase of research being conducted to develop a set of
indicators that provides a balanced view of nursing care and its contribution to patient outcomes. The
research described will broaden the debate on nursing sensitive outcomes so that the contribution that
nursing care makes to patient outcomes is able to be identified and measured. A conceptual framework
that describes patient outcomes that can be attributed to nursing care from a balanced and personcentred focus will be presented. The next phase of research will be described. The overall aim of the
research is to develop and validate a set of nursing sensitive outcomes that provides a balanced view of
nursing care. This set of indicators could then be used to provide a snapshot of the quality of nursing care
as is reflected in the impact that nursing care has on patient outcomes. This set of indicators could also
be used to evaluate the impact of changes in nursing hours, staffing and ratios within a health care
setting. The availability of empirical data on nursing care and patient outcomes should be used to make
decisions about the future healthcare workforce in Australia. The absence of this data treats nursing as a
commodity. In the modern healthcare workforce this leaves more than just nursing compromised.
Decisions about nursing care should be made based upon the impact that those changes may have on
patient outcomes.
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Introduction/background

Definition of Nursing Sensitive Outcomes

Discussion

Identifying and measuring the contribution
that nurses make to patient outcomes is not
an easy task. Largely because of the
complexity of the nursing task there has been
no collective agreement in the literature, or in
practice, of what constitutes good nursing
care and no consensus or universal measure
of quality nursing practice.
This lack of consensus and inability to define
a set of nursing indicators that quantify the
impact that nursing care has on patient
outcomes was the impetus for the
commencement of this research project.
The overall aim of the research project is to
develop a set of indicators that provides a
balanced view of nursing care and its
contribution to patient outcomes.
It is anticipated that this research will broaden
the debate on nursing sensitive outcomes so
that the contribution that nursing care makes
to patient outcomes are able to be identified
and measured. This will assist in moving
nursing beyond the status of a commodity
within the management of healthcare and
allow an appropriate focus on patient
outcomes.
This poster will present an overview of the
literature, describe a conceptual framework
and discuss the next phase of this research.

Nursing sensitive outcomes aim to identify and measure
the contribution that nursing care has on patient
outcomes.
Doran’s definition has been chosen as the most
comprehensive.
‘Nursing sensitive outcomes are those that are relevant,
based on nurses’ scope and domain of practice and for
which there is empirical evidence linking nursing inputs
and interventions to the outcomes’
(Doran 2003, p. viii).

Nursing sensitive outcomes have the
potential to measure the outcomes of nursing
work. To do this nursing sensitive outcomes
must focus upon more than adverse event
data.
If a set of nursing sensitive outcomes are
developed that are balanced and person
centred, these indicators could be used to
provide a snapshot of the quality of nursing
care and its impact on patient outcomes. If
this type of data was available, they could be
used to evaluate the impact of changes in
nursing hours, staffing and ratios within a
health care setting. It could also be used to
measure the impact of changes to nursing
models or practice or measure the impact of
nursing care on patient outcomes at a given
point in time.
In the opinion of the authors, empirical data
on nursing care and patient outcomes should
be available. Given that nurses make up the
largest component of the healthcare
workforce this empirical data should be used
to make decisions about nursing for the
future.

Conceptual Framework
The predominant conceptual framework used to explore
nursing sensitive outcome measures is the structureprocess-outcome model of quality care developed by
Donabedian (1986).
To identify the impact of nursing care on patient outcomes
we must be able to describe and define the nursing
actions to ensure that the outcome is a result of nursing
care. This is a difficult task. Nursing is complex. It is not
easy to define and it is not easy to separate from the
hospital or health care experience.
The Nursing Role Effectiveness Model (NREM) provides a
framework that can assist this process. The NREM
provides a conceptual view of nursing practice in terms of
the roles nurses assume in patient care (Doran et al.
2003). The NREM is illustrated in the diagram below.

Overview of published literature
There is a large volume of published
literature that explores nursing sensitive
outcomes.
Most research uses adverse events as the
outcome measures. The adverse events are
negative in orientation and this does not
provide a balanced view of nursing care. A
large percentage of research also uses
structure and outcome measures in isolation
without linking process measures or creating
a strong conceptual link between nursing
actions and the outcomes being studied.
The focus on adverse events and absence of
process measures has limitations for the
reliability of these outcomes and their
acceptance by the nursing profession.

Next steps in the research project
The next phase of the research involves
development of a modified Delphi survey
through use of:
 Consumer / patient focus groups
 Expert Nurses interviews
Nurses from public and private healthcare
services in NSW will be invited to participate
in the modified Delphi survey. The aim of the
modified Delphi survey is to obtain consensus
on a conceptual framework to describe
nursing sensitive outcomes and develop a list
of potential nursing sensitive outcome
measures that provides a balanced view of
nursing care.

The Nursing Role Effectiveness Model, originally
published by Irvine, Sidani & McGillis Hall 1998, p. 59, and
adapted by Doran et al. 2006, p. S76.
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